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The borders of Black Hawk County were formed in 1843, when Iowa was still a territory.  But there were 

virtually no white settlers there at that time, so it was under the administrative control, successively, of 

Delaware, Benton and Buchanan Counties. 

In 1853 Black Hawk County was allowed to organize. The location of the county seat became a big 

controversy.  The people of Cedar Falls wanted it put to a vote of the people, while Waterloo wanted 

the legislature to appoint a commission to determine the location.  Waterloo won that round.  The 

legislators passed a law naming a three-member commission, who surveyed the situation.  They 

surprised everyone by selecting Cedar Falls as the county seat. 

Cedar Falls had had a dam, a millrace and a mill for five years already.  Waterloo had none of these yet.  

Since Cedar Falls was the prospering community at the time, it was chosen for county seat.   

There were of course no county buildings yet, so county records were held at the first store built in the 

ŎƻǳƴǘȅΣ !ƴŘǊŜǿ aǳƭƭŀǊƪȅΩǎ .ƭŀŎƪ Iŀǿƪ {ǘƻǊŜΦ   
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It was on the corner of 1st and Main Streets In Cedar Falls, next to the mill race.  It was probably where 

ǘƘƛǎ ά¢ƻōŀŎŎƻ ϧ /ƛƎŀǊǎέ ǎǘƻǊŜ ǿŀǎΣ ŀƭǘƘƻǳƎƘ ƴƻǘ ƭƛƪŜƭȅ ƛƴ ǘƘŜ ǎŀƳŜ ōǳƛƭding. 

 

IŜǊŜΩǎ ǘƘŀǘ ǎƛǘŜ ǘƻŘŀȅΦ 

So where should they build the courthouse? 
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John Overman, one of the businessmen who built the dam and the millrace and the first mill, donated 

what he called Court Square Park to the community for a courthouse.  LǘΩǎ ŎŀƭƭŜd Overman Park now. 

 

Meanwhile, Waterloo was rapidly growing.  It was an ideal place to cross the Cedar because of the rock 

bottom below the rapids, so people were settling there.  They were going to have a dam soon, and they 

were closer to the middle of the county, so they still thought they should have the county seat. 

bƻǿΣ ǘƘŜǎŜ ǿŜǊŜ ǊŀǘƘŜǊ ǊŀƳōǳƴŎǘƛƻǳǎ ǘƛƳŜǎ ƻǳǘ ƻƴ ǘƘŜ ŦǊƻƴǘƛŜǊΣ ǎƻ L ŘƻƴΩǘ ƪƴƻǿ Ƙƻǿ ƳǳŎƘ ǿŜ ǎƘƻǳƭŘ 

judge, but apparently one night in June of 1854 some Waterluvians got drunked up and decided to 

sneak over to Cedar Falls and ǘŀƪŜ ǘƘƻǎŜ Ŏƻǳƴǘȅ ǊŜŎƻǊŘǎ ƻǳǘ ƻŦ !ƴŘǊŜǿ aǳƭƭŀǊƪȅΩǎ ǎǘƻǊŜ ŀƴŘ ǿƘƛǎƪ ǘƘŜƳ 

away to Waterloo.   
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But the Cedar Falls folks caught on, and they repelled the attack, reportedly with rotten eggs.  They 

probably figured something like this was going to happen, so they had the rotten eggs just in case. 

But West Side Waterloo businessmen still had influence at the state capital, and they got the legislature 

to pass another law in 1855, which this time said Black Hawk County will have an election to determine 

the county seat.   
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By now Waterloo had more people, so in the election held on April 2, 1855, Waterloo was chosen as 

county seat, 388-260, and the county government was supposed to shift there on July 4, 1855. 

Where will the courthouse be now? There was already an East Side ς West Side rivalry in Waterloo. 

 

Charles Mullan was ²ŀǘŜǊƭƻƻΩǎ ŦƛǊǎǘ ǇƻǎǘƳŀǎǘŜǊ ŀƴŘ ŦƛǊǎǘ ǎǳǊǾŜȅƻǊΦ  IŜ ŀƴŘ Ƙƛǎ ǿƛŦŜ !ƳŜǊƛŎŀ gifted the 

West Side άtǳōƭƛŎ {ǉǳŀǊŜέ ǘƻ the State of Iowa for a Black Hawk County courthouse. 

 

  That property is now Washington Park.  But who will make the location decision? 

There were no Boards of Supervisors at that time in Iowa.  Each county had a county judge, who had an 

incredible amount of authority.  Jonathan Pratt was Black Hawk County Judge in 1855, and he said the 

άtǳōƭƛŎ {ǉǳŀǊŜέ on the East Side will be the courthouse site.   
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THAT Public Square is now Lincoln Park.  But unfortunately, Judge Pratt was very ill at the time, and he 

died on June 1, 1855, the day after he signed his proclamation. 

Cedar Falls was seething about Waterloo finagling an election out of the legislature, and they got a judge 

to issue an injunction to stop the shift, so ƛǘ ŘƛŘƴΩǘ ǘŀƪŜ ǇƭŀŎŜ on July 4.  But Waterloo got the injunction 

dissolved, and the seat of ƎƻǾŜǊƴƳŜƴǘ ƳƻǾŜŘ Wǳƭȅ нтΣ мурр ǘƻ Wǳƭƛǳǎ IǳōōŀǊŘΩǎ ǎǘƻǊŜΦ   
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